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Abstract 
 
The study investigates the livelihood activities of female-headed households in 
Letlhakane village. In its attempt to examine how these activities are organised, 
maintained and diversified, it analyses the challenges in carrying out the activities 
and the possible solutions to these challenges at the household level. The study 
concerns itself with the views of female heads on the livelihood activities done in 
their households. The main focus is on what these women and their household 
members were doing for the survival of the entire household in the remote rural 
village of Letlhakane between December 2004 and January 2005.  
 
For this study a qualitative methodology was vital to gather information on the 
livelihood activities and composition of households and the contribution of the 
members to the survival of the household. In-depth, follow-up interviews were 
used as the research method. The informants of the study were female heads 
from female-headed households. This was supplemented with observation by the 
researcher on the activities and the physical surroundings of the village. Photos 
were also taken in the village. 
 
This study reaches a number of conclusions. First, female-headed households in 
Letlhakane village are a diverse group in terms of the activities they embark on 
and the composition of their households. But they share a common aspect: their 
livelihood activities are not sufficient for the survival of their households. There 
were few or no activities for household survival, even for those households that 
have been female-headed for a long period of time. As compared to single 
household heads, female heads with partners were better off when judged by 
overall returns from the activities. The activities in the households studied were 
keeping goats, fowls and domestic animals such as dogs and subsistence 
agriculture in the form of growing maize, melons, cabbages, spinach, beans and 
fruit gardens. They also grew trees and plants for medicinal purposes such as 
aloes and lemons. Boyfriends were another source of income for some of the 
 iii
female-headed households. Most of the activities were geared towards 
immediate consumption, and could not stretch as far as investment. Lower 
returns from the activities affected children from these households in two ways. 
Firstly, they had to engage in activities to help provide for the household and 
secondly some had to drop out of school because of insufficient means to afford 
schooling. Women heads had the responsibilities of caring for and nurturing the 
family, raising children and providing food for their household in the households 
studied. 
 
The absence of opportunities for survival and insecure livelihood activities pose a 
threat to the continued survival of these households. The main obstacles to the 
livelihood activities were lack of resources such as sufficient land and water, 
cooperation between residents, skills and financial capital. A major difficulty for 
women especially, is that voices are only listened to in the village if they come 
from an adult male figure in the household. Positive aspects for livelihoods that 
came out from the study were the prevalence of social capital amongst 
neighbours and relatives. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 iv
Acknowledgements 
 
I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the following people who made 
different contributions to my study: 
 
My supervisor, Carina van Rooyen for her valuable criticism, suggestions, 
availability and overall skills that she contributed to my understanding of social 
research. 
 
Kelly for helping with the initial ideas on the topic. 
 
Professor Thea De Wet for the opportunity she gave me by arranging the funding 
for my Masters studies. 
 
The respondents for their willingness to participate and open their doors to me. 
 
Mr Mathobela from the Department of Public Works in Madikwe for enlightening 
me about the steps to take in order to gain access to the village as a researcher, 
and also to Councillor Mokati for allowing me access to her ward for my 
fieldwork. 
 
Howard, my fieldwork driver who made time in his busy schedule to drive me to 
and from the village, together with my younger sister Anna, who did not hesitate 
to keep me company and gave me words of encouragement throughout the 
period of fieldwork. 
 
My mother for believing in me and for her constant role as a mentor, and to my 
younger sisters Olga and Abea and my cousin Salmidah for their support in 
listening to me. 
 
 v
My friend Prudence for being a good listener and for her words of wisdom and 
also to Naimy and Lefi. 
 
The Almighty for giving me strength to prosper and good health during my 
studies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 vi
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
Declaration          ii 
Abstract          iii 
Acknowledgements         v 
List of maps and tables        ix 
List of photographs         ix 
 
CHAPTER ONE: GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
1. Introduction         1 
1.1 Motivation of the study        2 
1.2 Problem statement and research questions     3  
1.3 Methodology         4 
1.3.1 Data collection       4 
1.3.2 Data analysis        7 
1.3.3 Limitations and ethical considerations    7 
1.4 Conceptualisation        9 
1.4.1 Female-headed households      10  
1.4.2 Livelihood activities       11 
1.5 The structure of the report       11 
 
CHAPTER TWO: CONSTRUCTING LIVELIHOOD ACTIVITIES IN FEMALE-
HEADED HOUSEHOLDS 
 
2. Introduction         13 
2.1 The rise of female-headed households     13 
2.2 Female-headed households defined      14 
2.2.1 Headship        16 
2.2.2 Diversity of and composition of female-headed households 22 
2.2.3 Conclusion        23 
 vii
2.3 Locating livelihood activities       24 
2.4 Diversification of livelihood activities      26 
2.5 Factors influencing diversification in female-headed households  30 
2.5.1 Diversifying in different types of female-headed households 30 
2.5.2 Factors influencing diversification of activities   32 
2.6 Conclusion         36 
 
CHAPTER THREE: THE CASE OF LETLHAKANE VILLAGE 
 
3. Introduction         38 
3.1 The outline of Letlhakane village      38 
3.2 Households interviewed       43 
3.3 Earning a living in Letlhakane: Daily livelihood activities   48 
3.4 Returns from the activities       56 
3.5 Constraints facing livelihood activities     61 
3.5.1 Water         61 
3.5.2 Land         62 
3.5.3 Financial capital       64 
3.5.4 Skills         65 
3.5.5 Employment        66 
3.6 Conclusion         66 
 
CHAPTER FOUR: CONCLUSIONS 
 
4 Introduction         69 
4.1 Summary of the findings       69 
4.2 Recommendations        73 
 
5. List of references         75 
 
 
 viii
List of maps and tables 
Figure 1: Geographical position of Letlhakane village in the North West Province 
           39 
Table 1: Gender make-up and sources of support in Ampara and Trincomalee 
           34 
Table 2: Female-headed household size in Letlhakane and Pella villages  43 
Table 3: Brief demographic information on the households that participated in this 
study           47 
 
Photographs 
Photo 1: Howard (fieldwork driver), Anna (younger sister) and researcher 8 
Photo 2: Morongwa’s house       40   
Photo 3: Nana, her two daughters and her grandson at home  40 
Photo 4: Pigs owned by Hillary       50 
Photo 5: Dora’s samba and biscuits      51 
Photo 6: Dipuo’s garden        53 
Photo 7: Tuck-shop owned by Dipuo’s daughter    53  
Photo 8: Goats from Dipuo’s households     54 
Photo 9: Morongwa’s vegetable garden      58 
Photo 10: Fruit garden in Stella’s household     59 
 
 ix
